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Abstract

News producers continue to increase their volume of production and delivery platforms in an effort to reach and
maintain news consumers. However, consumers may not necessarily find more news desirable. Previous studies
have suggested that information surplus can lead to negative outcomes for consumers, but research of outcomes
related to news production and consumption has been scant. This study explores novel areas of news surplus
and overload, empirically examining factors associated with the degree of perceived overload across a broad
spectrum of news delivery platforms. The findings reveal that the majority of today’s news consumers feel
overloaded with the amount of news they are confronted with. Gender, news interest, and the use of specific
news platforms and outlets predict the degree of that overload. News access through platforms and outlets such
as computers, e-readers, and Facebook is positively associated with overload, whereas other platforms such as
television and the iPhone are negatively associated with overload. Implications for media psychology and news

consumption are discussed.

Introduction

ADVANCEMENTS IN DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES have revolu-
tionized the way information is produced and delivered,
leading to a fundamental change unseen in human history—
the vast oversupply of information. More than ever, people
are reporting negative psychological and physiological re-
sponses to this change, ranging from increased levels of stress
when working through email inboxes to anxiety about
keeping up with multiple social network sites (SNSs) such as
Facebook and Twitter."?

Communication scholars have recently begun examining
how information, more specifically news content, might be
contributing to these responses,3’4 noting that surpluses in
information and the channels they are delivered across have
profound implications for news media producers and con-
sumers.” The former continue to search for the best multi-
platform delivery processes, while the latter sort through the
resulting information heap, often turning their attention
away at the first sign of oversupply.>® This is particularly
apparent in news media, where consumers have reported
increasing levels of news fatigue.” In fact, despite a growing
list of platforms and channels to access news by, some con-
sumers report feeling helpless when it comes to seeking out
news that is important to them. To them, news has become so

ubiquitous, and they see consuming it as a task, or a chore,
rather than as an opportunity for information acquisition.”
Similarly, many younger news consumers have evolved
along with technology, adopting consumption behaviors
previously unseen. Rather than relying on a single source for
news, these consumers are tuned into the news nearly all day,
constantly filtering content and arriving at news through
various platforms.*

Given the amount of news content available today, it
should not be surprising that news consumers, even the
younger, evolving ones, are feeling overloaded with facts and
updates. At a time when media organizations are struggling
to remain relevant and profitable, the consideration of news
content surplus—particularly, how to decrease it or the per-
ception of it—is worth critical exploration.

This explorative study sought to expand the current con-
versation about information surplus to the scantly explored
area of news content surplus and overload, asking first how
overloaded today’s news consumers feel and then consider-
ing the roles of demographics, news interest, and multiplat-
form consumption in those feelings. The results here advance
current research by analyzing news surplus and feelings of
overload among news consumers, paying particular attention
to the increasing number of news delivery platforms these
consumers are facing.
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Today’s news media producers compete with each other
as well as a growing contingent of independent content
creators—think bloggers, microbloggers, and social media
users—for user attention.® This competition creates a satu-
ration of news content and platforms that can contribute to
what communication scholars have dubbed as psychological
feelings of information overload.” Broadly speaking, infor-
mation overload occurs when the amount of available content
becomes difficult for an individual to process, often causing
negative feelings on the end of the consumer.'® That content
comes in a variety of formats, though the Pew Research
Center has shown that news alone has become overwhelming
for consumers. At a time when the creation and sharing
processes of news are undergoing dramatic shifts, consider-
ing the definition of news is important. Several communica-
tion scholars have argued that while the lines have blurred
between news creators and news consumers, the definition of
news itself has changed relatively little. News is represented
by content, both new and contextualized, about a particular
topic and distributed and/or verified through reputable
sources. While the latter is the subject of much debate, it also
suggests that news is now filtering through a number of
channels and reaching consumers through a variety of plat-
forms.'"'* At least one scholar has termed the news of today
ambient news, suggesting that news content is omnipresent.lz'13
While consumers can certainly seek out specific news content,
escaping the news is as difficult as escaping advertisements.”

Noting an increasing amount of news content streaming
through more outlets, including SNSs where news is differ-
entiated between social status updates,'* Pew began asking
questions about news overload in its 2008 biennial news
consumption survey. The results indicated that 38 percent of
American adults felt overloaded by the amount of news
content available; women were more likely to feel over-
loaded, and those younger than 25 and older than 50 were
more likely to share the feeling."

Multiplatform news consumption

Pew more recently found more than 9 out of 10 American
adults get their news content from multiple platforms, including
local and cable television, Websites, radio, and local and na-
tional newspapers.'® The same study indicated that 46 percent
of people use between four and six news sources daily. A more
in-depth, ethnographic study from the Associated Press indi-
cated that these patterns may be more common in younger age
groups (18- to 34-years old), and are global in nature.* News
access platforms such as print newspapers, TV, computers, and
smartphones drive toward news outlets such as local and na-
tional Websites and SNSs. Both have expanded dramatically
over recent years, as news and information producers attempt
to reach more consumers, especially younger ones.'”

Noting the limited available research connecting informa-
tion overload, news content, and multiplatform consump-
tion, this study asked the following research question:

RQ1: To what degree do people feel overloaded with the amount
of news available?

Before measuring the effect of multiplatform news con-
sumption on news consumers’ feelings of overload, it is es-
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sential to first examine the roles of demographic variables
and news interest, because these variables may have an in-
fluence on those feelings.lS’18 Therefore, this study asked the
following research questions:

RQ2: What demographics, if any, influence the perceived degree
of news overload?

RQ3: What role, if any, does news interest play in the perceived
degree of news overload, after controlling for demographics?

After controlling for the influence of demographics and
news interest, this study sought to uncover the association of
different news technologies with news consumers’ feelings of
news overload. Therefore, the following research question
was asked:

RQ4: What is the relationship between the use of different
news delivery platforms and outlets and the perceived
degree of news overload, after controlling for demo-
graphics and news interest?

Method

A Web-based survey of 767 adults (18+years old) was
conducted on August 3-6, 2010, to examine U.S. Internet us-
ers’ consumption of and attitudes toward online and tradi-
tional news media. The research firm, Survey Sampling
International, provided the sample. The sample size of 767
yielded a standard sampling error of +3.5 percentage points
at the 95 percent confidence level (see Appendix 1).

Survey instrument

The survey focused on the use of, and attitudes toward,
traditional and online news media. The questionnaire was
developed according to the results of a focus group of 14
college students on their news consumption habits on mul-
tiple electronic devices (see Appendix 2). Revisions were
made based on several rounds of pretests by potential re-
spondents to ensure the validity of measurement.

To measure news overload, this study adopted the ques-
tion from the Pew Research Center’s 2008 Media Consump-
tion Survey (Question 82F2), modifying the dichotomous
response items (Yes/No) into a 5-point Likert scale to capture
the variation in the degree of news overload. Respondents
were asked, “Would you say you often feel overloaded with
the amount of news available these days, or not?” (1=Not at
all; 5=A lot). Multiplatform news consumption was mea-
sured by asking respondents how many days a week (0-7)
they access news on 10 different news platforms (i.e., print
newspapers, TV, news magazines, desktop/laptop com-
puters, netbook computers, the iPhone, other smartphones,
e-readers, the iPod Touch, and iPad) and from five online
news outlets (i.e., news portals, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube,
and blogs.). News interest was measured on a 5-point scale by
asking respondents how much they enjoy keeping up with the
news, a question adopted from the Pew Research Center’s
biennial news consumption surveys. Demographic informa-
tion on gender, age, education, and income also was collected.

Data analysis

Weighting. To ensure the demographic characteristics of
the sample closely matched the demographic characteristics
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TABLE 1. A COMPARISON OF THE SAMPLE AND THE U.S.
INTERNET POPULATION

Internet Sample  Sample
population® unweighted weighted

(percent)  (percent) (percent)

Gender

Male 48.4 35.7 50.7

Female 51.6 64.3 49.3
Age

18-34 33.0 29.9 28.8

35-54 41.2 45.2 44.6

55+ 25.8 24.9 26.6
Income

Less than $50,000 36.6 64.3 35.8

$50,000-$74,999 21.0 18.0 20.9

$75,000-$149,999 30.7 14.7 31.0

$150,000 + 11.7 3.0 124
Education

Did not attend college 40.2 35.3 28.0

Attended college 29.8 33.4 313

Graduated college plus 30.0 31.3 40.7
N 223,672,000 767 776

“Source: Mediamark Research and Intelligence data published by
the U.S. Census Bureau, based on adults 18+ years old with Internet
access as of fall 2008.

of the Internet population in the United States, this study
weighted the data to gender and income (see Table 1).

Statistical tests. Because the outcome variable (informa-
tion overload) was measured at the interval level, hierarchical
multiple regression analysis'® was conducted to examine the
effect of demographics, news interest, and multimedia news
consumption on news overload. Based on the conceptual
framework, the predictors were entered in three blocks: de-
mographics (i.e., age, gender, education, and income), news
interest, and news access through 10 platforms and five
outlets. Multiplatform news consumption items were entered
last, because their relationship with news overload, control-
ling for demographics, and news interest was the focus of this
study. A multicollinearity test confirmed that no predictors
were highly correlated with each other.

Results
Perceived information overload

When asked, “Would you say you often feel overloaded
with the amount of news available these days, or not?,” as
indicated by Table 2, only 27.2 percent of the respondents
indicated “not at all,” suggesting that 72.8 percent of the re-
spondents felt at least somewhat overloaded with the amount
of news available today.

Predictors of news overload

A hierarchical regression analysis examined the effect of
demographics, news interest, and multiple news consump-
tion (with 15 individual items) on news overload. Despite as
many as 20 predictors in the full model, statistical power
reached 1.00 because of the relatively large sample size of 767
(Cohen’s £=0.15, indicating a medium effect size). All three
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TABLE 2. PERCEIVED DEGREE OF NEWSs OVERLOAD
Percent
1 (Not at all) 27.2
2 13.5
3 30.0
4 20.1
5 (A lot) 9.2
Total 100.0

“Would you say you often feel overloaded with the amount of
news available these days, or not?”
Weighted N=776; mean=2.71; SD=1.31.

models were statistically significant, p<0.001. Table 3 sum-
marizes the results.

To examine the impact of demographic variables on news
overload, gender, age, education, and income were entered on
the first step of the regression analysis. Gender (being female)
was positively related to news overload (f=0.093, p<0.05),
whereas age (f=-0.107, p<0.01) and income (f=-0.092,
p<0.05) were negatively associated with news overload.

News interest was entered at the second step of the re-
gression analysis. In addition to gender, age, and income,
news interest also was a significant predictor of news over-
load (f=-0.078, p<0.05)—higher interest in following the
news is negatively associated with the perceived degree of
news overload after controlling for demographics.

To examine the relationship between individual news
platforms and outlets and news overload, the 15 individual

TABLE 3. SUMMARY OF HIERARCHICAL REGRESSION
ANALYSIS FOR VARIABLES PREDICTING NEWS OVERLOAD

Predictor p
Gender (female) 0.093* 0.089* 0.091*
Age —-0.107** —0.093* 0.033
Education -0.014 —0.009 —-0.035
Income —-0.092* —-0.088* —0.065
News interest -0.078* -0.111**
News platforms
Print newspapers —-0.053
—0.084*
News magazine 0.032
Computer 0.097*
Netbook 0.031
iPhone —0.104*
Other smartphones 0.070
e-reader 0.176**
iPod Touch 0.105
iPad —-0.079
News outlets
News portals —0.055
Facebook 0.107*
Twitter 0.005
YouTube 0.021
Blogs —0.005
Model F(4, 766)= F(5, 765)= F(20, 750)=
6.71%%* 6.327%%* 5.61%*
rR? 0.034 0.040 0.130
R® change 0.034*** 0.006% 0.091%**

Weighted N=771.
*p<0.05, #p<0.01, **p<0.001.
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news platforms/outlets items were entered into the last
model. Results showed that among the 15 platforms/outlets,
five were significant predictors of information overload.
News access through computers (f=0.097, p <0.05), e-readers
(=0.176, p<0.01), and Facebook (f=0.107, p<0.05) had a
positive relationship with information overload, whereas TV
(B=—0.084, p <0.05) and the iPhone (= —0.104, p <0.05) had
a negative association. Overall, this full model accounted for
13 percent of the variance in news overload (R*=0.13,
p<0.001). Cohen’s criteria for effect size state that an R? be-
tween 0.09 and 0.25 is moderately strong.*

Discussion

This study provided a systematic examination of news
overload and more accurately documented the extent to
which people today feel overloaded with news. The regres-
sion analysis empirically examined the predictors of news
overload in the context of multiplatform news consumption
by incorporating the most comprehensive and up-to-date
array of news platforms and outlets.

This study examined three groups of predictors (demo-
graphics, news interest, and multiplatform news consump-
tion), as they presumably have an influence on news
overload. The analysis identified gender (being female) as a
significant predictor of news overload in all three models,
confirming a previous research that indicated females report
feeling more overloaded by the amount of news available."
This finding also hints at previous research across disciplines
that suggests women are faced with more daily multitasking
than men, tend to adopt new technology with heightened
levels of trepidation, and are more likely to report physical
ailments stemming from overload.??> However, this re-
search is far too scant to make generalizations. While recent
data from the Pew Internet and American Life Project seem to
suggest that women are adopting new technologies such as
smartphones a bit more slowly than men,* studies have not
clearly indicated reasons for this adoption lag nor have they
connected them directly with perceptions of overload. Future
research should certainly explore gender differences, as they
relate to feelings of news overload, especially with regard to
emerging content delivery platforms.

This study also found that news interest is negatively as-
sociated with the perceived degree of overload, suggesting
that news overload, despite being a consequence of content
surplus, may be moderated by personal preference such as
interest in following the news. Individuals who enjoy seeking
the news may simply enjoy the plethora of availability** or
are capable of filtering out what they do not want to con-
sume.”?® On the other hand, those who do not enjoy seek-
ing out the news may feel overwhelmed—perhaps they do
not care about news; they have received too much junk in-
formation, or they lack the long-term familiarity with the
news, and thus have difficulties decoding complicated news
stories.”

This study further provided a foundation for future re-
search into news overload by analyzing a multitude of plat-
forms where people might get news. Among the 15 news
platforms and outlets measured, three (computers, e-readers,
and Facebook) had a positive linkage with the level of
perceived overload. Since computers are important tools
for work purposes and a tremendous amount of news is
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accessible through computers, the results here are not sur-
prising. As for e-readers, because of their relatively low
adoption rate at the time of the study (5.7 percent among
Internet users), future research should examine further its
effect on news overload. Interestingly, news access through
Facebook, the most popular SNS, may be causing undesirable
consequences—overloading its users. Perhaps, Facebook us-
ers do not expect to or want to encounter news when inter-
acting with friends on the platform. In other words, news
might only get in the way when delivered through Facebook.

Television and the iPhone, on the other hand, were nega-
tively associated with news overload. Previous research indi-
cates that people watch television passively, using it as a means
to pass time.***° Thus, thinking of television viewing as more
of a relaxing experience is not much of a stretch. As for the
iPhone, the most well-received smartphone on the market,
perhaps it allows users to aggregate news and information
sources more easily with apps—applications that directly link
to news and information sources formatted specifically for the
iPhone. Perhaps, it is seen as more enjoyable or easier to use
than other devices (it is noted that other smartphones had no
effect on alleviating information overload).

Limitations and Conclusions

In sum, news surplus forces consumers to tune some
content out at the risk of wasting potential benefits, increase
filtering habits and devices, cope with frustrations, develop
stronger storage methods, change their learning techniques,
or simply ignore the news all together.>’* By examining the
perceived levels of news overload on different delivery
platforms, and by weighing factors contributing to percep-
tions of overload, news content producers might find stron-
ger ways to reach and maintain consumers.

This study was based on data collected through an online
survey. As a result, only Internet users were included in the
analysis. In addition, only one survey question measured the
construct of news overload. Single-item measures may be
acceptable when questions or topics are straightforward or in
exploratory studies such as this one. Conveying what exactly
news overload is to survey respondents presents a difficult
task that could be approached either with pointed definitions
or through multiple measures that, when considered together
statistically, serve as triangulated approaches to measuring
news overload. More pointedly, future research should con-
sider evolving sources and characteristics of news. Content
delivery continues to move across emerging platforms and
networks, appearing alongside more personal information.
Researchers should consider the impact of such mixed
delivery—one that places world news next to news about
one’s social circle, for example—on perceptions of overload.
Finally, the iPad was launched only 4 months before the
survey was administered, so it might be too early to gauge the
relationship between iPad use and news overload.

Despite these limitations, this study serves as the first step
toward a systematic examination of information overload,
specifically the overload of news content, taking into con-
sideration a wide array of emerging news platforms and
outlets. Future studies should look into the interplay between
news interest, multiplatform news use, and feelings of over-
load, as well as the plausible behavioral outcomes of such
feelings and their social implications.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: Survey Sampling International

The sample was generated by Survey Sampling Interna-
tional (SSI), a research firm specializing in survey research with
30-plus years of experience. SSI’s North American online panel
consists of more than 1.4 million active households. The pan-
elists were recruited from Web communities, databases, mail-
ing lists, or other collections that have opted to participate in
online survey research. SSI seeks to reach both highly visible
and hard-to-reach groups on the Internet, such as ethnic mi-
norities, young people, and seniors, to ensure that the sample is
representative of the U.S. online population. SSI administers
surveys by sending email notifications to its panelists, who
were eligible to receive incentives for participation.

Appendix 2: Survey Instrument Development

In May 2010, 14 undergraduate students from a large
southern university representing multiple disciplines par-

ticipated in a focus group that allowed them to access
news content and applications on new digital devices,
including an Apple iPod Touch, an iPad, and two 10-inch
Acer netbook computers. All participants were self-de-
scribed online news users. Participants were asked to in-
dicate their ownership of and familiarity with the various
devices in a questionnaire. They were then paired into
groups and asked to use and evaluate the various devices
for about 40 minutes. Each student spent about 10 minutes
with each device. Immediately after the observation pe-
riod, they were asked to take notes on a variety of ques-
tions, including how they liked the navigability and
readability of the devices; their ease of use; comfort lev-
el; likeability; where they might use such a device; com-
parisons to other avenues for news (like newspapers);
what might be done to improve applications and Web
offerings; and whether and what they might pay for such
access.



